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Abstract 
This paper reports on the current state of my corpus research into some and any. The first section of the article examines the 
standard treatment of some and any in grammar books and considers some alternative approaches. The second part focuses on 
research methods, while the third discusses the results of the study, which bring into question much of the standard description of 
some and any in non-assertive environments. I conclude the article by outlining some pedagogical implications of my findings. 
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1. Background 
The corpus research discussed in this article forms part of my PhD, which aims to offer a new approach towards 
some, any and their respective compound forms in both assertive and non-assertive environments.  The article 
focuses purely on the use of the simple forms in non-assertive contexts, as this is the area in which my research is 
most advanced. My PhD is divided into four stages: 
1) Research into all uses of some, any and their compound forms using reference corpora. 
2) The use of learner corpora to reveal the main errors made by learners and introspective methods to identify 
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possible causes for those errors. 
 3) The creation of a complete descriptive account of some and any based on the results of the corpus research. 
 4) The design of pedagogical materials for a range of proficiency levels, learning styles and teaching contexts. 
1.1. Why "some and any"? 
   I chose some and any as the topic of my PhD because I have long observed that learners of English, regardless of 
their mother tongue, often confuse these words and show a great deal of hesitation and uncertainty when using them. 
One reason for these difficulties may be cross-linguistic variation in the use of indefinite forms. This is discussed 
with reference to different languages in, among others,  de Cassia ( 1982), Stephanides (1984), Bond ( 2001) and 
Aloni et al (2012 ). Another cause is that the choice between some and any, especially in questions and conditionals, 
can affect meaning in subtle but important ways. A third explanation is that these forms are poorly explained in 
language teaching materials. This final reason is now examined in some detail in the section below. 
1.2. Descriptions of some and any in current grammar books 
  This review focuses on the nineteen grammar books that I reviewed for my PhD proposal (see Turner 2014 for a 
full list). It covers only the areas of some and any that have been the focus of my research so far: the possibility of 
using some in negative sentences; a comparison of some and any in questions and in other non-assertive contexts, 
with special emphasis on conditional sentences.  For space reasons, it does not examine the descriptions provided in 
learner dictionaries and the Dante database. See Turner (2014) for a discussion of these works. 
 
All the grammar books that I have analysed   treat sentence type rather than lexical meaning as the main means of 
deciding whether to use some or any.  A few works, e.g. Swan and Walter (1997), Nettle and Hopkins (2003) and 
Carter and McCarthy (2006) fail to distinguish semantically between some and any. The majority make some kind 
of distinction, but very much subordinate lexical meaning to sentence type distribution.  Essentially, their position 
can be summarized as follows: 
 
• Some is used primarily in affirmative clauses and questions which expect a positive answer, such as offers, 
requests and suggestions. It is exceptional or anomalous in negative clauses and other non-assertive clause 
types. 
• Unstressed any is used instead of some in negative sentences, in most questions, in conditionals and after 
implicitly negative words such as without,  refuse, impossible,  hardly, and little/few. Hewings (2005) and Biber 
et al (2005) mention other “non-assertive contexts” in which any is preferred to some; these include time 
clauses with before, comparative sentences and indirect questions. 
• The stressed form of any, meaning no matter which, is used primarily in affirmative sentences. 
1.3.      Critique of Grammar Book Descriptions 
1.3.1 Emphasis on Syntax to the Detriment of Meaning 
     The fundamental and overarching problem with grammar book descriptions of some and any is the tendency to 
distinguish between the two words primarily on the basis of sentence type distribution rather than meaning. Some 
and any have totally distinct lexical meanings. The core meanings of some are "a part or a certain amount of 
something", and "certain but unspecified people or things", while those of any are "an unspecified and unlimited 
amount of something" and, especially when any is stressed, "no matter which person or thing". 
 
Because of their distinct lexical meanings, some and any certainly have different co-occurrence patterns with 
regard to sentence types and specific structures, words and phrases. However, as my research results will show, what 
determines the use of some or any in the vast majority of cases is the meaning that the speaker or writer wishes to 
express in a particular context. The meaning conveyed may depend entirely on the lexical meanings described 
above, or on the interplay between lexical meaning and the speaker/writer's intentions, attitudes and expectations. 
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Overdependence on sentence type distinctions forces grammarians to adopt an overrestrictive view with regard to 
the clause types in which some and any are used and to employ spurious arguments to account for their use outside 
the prescribed clause types. 
1.3.2 Some in negative sentences and after implicitly negative words 
There is no doubt that any is more frequent than some in negative sentences. This is because negative sentences 
tend to express a totalizing view, not doing all of something, more often than a partial one, not doing part of 
something: there are far more sentences of the type “I don't like any of the candidates." (Oxford English Corpus) 
than of the type “They don't like some of the things Congress has done." (Oxford English Corpus) . However, 
students need to learn the use of some in negative sentences for cases in which we do talk about doing a part of 
something. For this reason alone, the use of some in negative sentences merits corpus investigation and should not 
simply be dismissed as infrequent. Furthermore, there are a number of specific uses in which some occurs more 
frequently in negatives than affirmatives, such as some before pejorative noun phrases. However, there is no space to 
discuss these in this article. 
 
     The books which contemplate the use of some in negative sentences generally allow it in one or both of the 
following licensing conditions: when it is stressed and means some but not others, and/or when it is used outside the 
scope of negation. The scope of negation argument is provided mainly in academic grammars such as Biber et al 
(2002) and Downing and Locke (2006). The scope of negation means the part of a sentence that is semantically 
affected by a negative word such as not,  none or never. It is generally thought to stretch from the negative word to 
the end of the sentence. According to this explanation, some is possible in subject position, as it comes before the 
negator, and thus lies outside the scope of negation. However, it is not possible in object position as it comes after 
the negator and is thus inside the scope of negation. My research will show that it is incorrect to restrict some to 
these licensing conditions. 
Implicit negatives relate to some and any in much the same way as negative sentences: while any is the most 
frequent form because we tend to express a totalizing view, there are cases in which we need to use some to express 
a partial view, e.g. “(..) he denied some of the claims” (Oxford English Corpus). For space reasons, my research into 
implicit negatives is not covered in this article. 
1.3.3 Some in questions 
The standard grammar book description restricting some to offers and requests, and other cases in which the 
speaker expects or wishes to encourage a positive answer, is largely correct. However, it completely ignores two 
important areas: the use of any in face-saving requests and offers and the use and distribution of some and any 
across real and rhetorical wh-questions. These areas are discussed in my research results below. Carter and 
McCarthy (2006) and Huddleston et al (2002) deal in some detail with negative questions with some and any. 
However, this area will not be discussed in this article, as it has not yet been researched. 
1.3.4 Conditionals and other non-assertive contexts 
Most grammar books state that any is the preferred or correct form in conditional sentences. However, Hewings 
(2005) explains that some is used when the speaker/writer believes that the condition will occur and any when (s)he 
has neutral or negative expectations. The second view is correct but incomplete: firstly, it fails to explain that some 
and any can also be used in conditionals to express attitudes and perform specific speech functions linked with those 
attitudes; secondly, it does not examine how the lexical meanings of some and any relate to their use in conditional 
sentences. These points have been investigated in depth in my research and will be the mainstay of the results and 
analysis section of this article. My preliminary research also confirms that some is perfectly possible in time clauses 
with before, in comparative clauses and with indirect questions. However, there is no room to discuss the results in 
this paper. 
503 Chris Turner  /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  198 ( 2015 )  500 – 508 
 1. 4  Non-consensus accounts 
          Lakoff (1969), Lewis (1986 ) and Gethin (2010 and 2011) all offer alternative descriptions of some and any, 
which reject the tendency to distinguish between the two words on the basis of the syntactic environments in which 
they are used. Lakoff emphasizes the role played by pragmatics, whereas Lewis and Gethin foreground lexical 
meanings. While all three authors have influenced my approach, they largely ignore an area which features strongly 
in my own research: the ways in which pragmatic and lexical meanings interact in the choice between some and any. 
See Turner (2014) for a fuller discussion of the contribution that these authors have made to the description of some 
and any. 
 2 Research Method 
2.1 Choice of Reference Corpora 
I have chosen the Oxford English Corpus as my main reference corpus for the following reasons: firstly, its size-
over two billion words-makes it suitable for examining rarer uses of some and any ; secondly, its coverage of 
varieties of English from all over the world ensures that it is representative of English as a whole and will eventually 
enable me to explore possible differences in the use of some and any across varieties; finally, the inclusion of a 
broad range of topics and text types will enable me to examine, at a later stage of research, the prevalence of specific 
uses of some and any in different genres and subject areas. The corpus is limited to written English and will be 
supplemented later on by a range of spoken corpora. 
2.2 Problems that Arose during the Research 
One recurring difficulty is that my main searches are producing far too many results for one researcher working 
alone. To overcome this, I am using random samples of a sufficient size to provide reliable results. The size of the 
random samples is being calculated  using the Survey System tool, with a 95% confidence level and a 4% 
confidence interval.  A second problem is that certain examples are hard to interpret. For instance, I sometimes have 
difficulty deciding whether a particular question or conditional can be said to express positive or neutral 
expectations. To overcome this difficulty, I will submit problematic examples to interrater analysis using a mixture 
of trained linguists and non-linguist native speakers. Trained linguists are needed to point out possible 
inconsistencies in my semantic-pragmatic analysis and to solve problems of grammatical interpretation. Non-
linguist native speakers will be used to provide everyday, common-sense interpretations, which may help to make 
my pedagogical descriptions of some and any more intuitive and accessible. 
2.3 Initial Research Questions related to conditionals, negative sentences and questions 
This section lists all the initial questions that I have examined regarding conditionals, and the main questions 
examined so far for negative and interrogative sentences.   
 
1) (Conditionals) Which speech functions expressing positive attitudes are performed with if some and  which 
speech functions expressing negative attitudes are realized with if ...any? 
2) (Conditionals)  How do speaker/writer expectations and speaker/writer attitudes interact in the choice between 
some and any in conditionals? For example, which form does the speaker/writer use when (s)he does not think that 
the action/situation expressed in the conditional clause will occur but wants it to occur? 
3) (Conditionals) How do lexical meanings interact with speaker/writer expectations and/or attitudes in 
conditionals? Do the core meanings of some normally match up with positive expectations/attitudes and those of any 
with negative or neutral ones? What happens when there is a mismatch between the core lexical meanings of some 
and any and expectations and attitudes? 
4)  (Conditionals) Which set phrases co-occur with if  some and which ones if any? 
5) (Negative sentences) Can some be used inside the scope of negation? If so, how frequent is this use? 
6) (Negative sentences) Can some only be used in negative sentences with a contrastive “some but not others” 
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meaning? 
7) (Questions) Is any used instead of some in face-saving requests and offers? 
8) (Questions) How are some and any used in both real and rhetorical wh-questions? What is the distribution of 
some and any across these two wh-question types? 
3 Results and Analysis 
3.1  Speech Functions in Conditionals 
Table 1: Main if… some Functions 
Functions Examples 
1) Exhortation in negative if- clauses Search engines (..) can cause no end of grief if you don't know some simple 
tricks that will vastly improve your search results. 
2) Expressing the desirability of an unlikely 
or impossible condition 
It'd be nice if we had some way of knowing what the next twelve months will 
hold . But it just isn't going to happen. 
3) Making Recommendations She explained (..) that it would be helpful if they went through some of the skills 
with me. 
4) Making Requests I would be grateful if you would treat this information with some sensitivity. 
Table 2: Main if… any Functions 
Functions Examples 
1) Giving Warnings (Context: warning children about the consequences of vandalism) (..) this is your 
centre and , if there's any damage, it will prolong the closure. 
2)   Indicating the undesirability of the 
conditional proposition 
It would be a shame if I received any money from you. 
3) Making Face-Saving Requests She is grateful for everything that the community has done so far to support the 
family and if Tasawar was to be honoured in any way the family would really 
appreciate it. 
4) Making Threats The letters said that Mr Hodge would take "stronger, more formal " action if 
the pupils were involved in any future incidents . 
 
All the if some functions found in the survey share one important characteristic: some is preferred to any to reflect 
the speaker's positive attitude towards the action or situation presented in the if clause. While the functions of 
recommending and requesting are easy to understand, the remaining two functions require some explanation. 
 
The exhortation function typically involves urging someone to perform an action, or warning against the 
consequences of not performing it. In the example in the table, the writer is urging people to learn some simple 
search tricks in order to avoid serious problems with search engines. 
 
In hypothetical conditionals, we would normally expect to use any, not some, in order to express the 
writer/speaker's negative expectations regarding the fulfilment of the condition. However, the second function in 
Table 1 proves that it is possible to use some instead of any in order to foreground positive attitudes over negative or 
neutral expectations. In the example provided in the table, it is clear that we are unlikely to find a way of predicting 
what the next year has in store for us; however, the use of some indicates that such predictive ability would be 
useful. The function making promises, discussed by Lakoff (1969), has not been included in Table 1, as it is not at 
all frequent in the Oxford English Corpus. However, it is possible that it will appear with greater frequency in 
spoken corpora. 
All the functions associated with if...any express propositions towards which the speaker/writer has a negative 
attitude. The second function, indicating the undesirability of the conditional proposition, can occur both when the 
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speaker/writer thinks the action or situation will occur and when (s)he has negative or neutral expectations. The third 
function uses any instead of the more usual some to suggest a negative or neutral expectation and thus allows the 
person who receives the request the possibility of rejecting it. Face-saving requests are explored in more detail in 
section 3.8. 
3.2  Interaction between speaker/writer expectations and speaker/writer attitudes in Conditionals 
As we saw in the previous section, the speaker often chooses to foreground his/her attitudes towards the 
proposition over his/her expectations: it is possible to use if some to express a positive desire in unreal conditionals 
and if any to express a negative desire when the conditional proposition is likely to occur. However, the Oxford 
English Corpus also contains examples in which the speaker/writer emphasizes expectations over attitudes. This 
occurs frequently with the pattern if be to have/be -e.g. “(..) they must win if they are to have any hope of reaching 
the quarter finals” / “Dialogue is absolutely essential if there is to be any progress towards a more peaceful, 
prosperous world.” 
 
This pattern is frequently used to emphasize that something good will only happen if a particular action is taken 
or a particular situation arises. To confirm that this pattern is used to express positive desires, I searched for the most 
significant noun collocations. The collocations are all of two types: nouns which have clearly positive connotations 
per se e.g. credibility, progress, or success; nouns which are a little more neutral but have positive connotations 
inside this pattern -e.g. effect, chance or meaning. 
3.3 Interaction between lexical meaning and Pragmatic Meaning in Conditionals 
In most cases, there is a clear match between the basic lexical meanings of some- a certain amount of or certain 
people or things- and positive orientation; likewise, the basic meanings of any- an unspecified, unlimited amount of 
something, or no matter which person or thing- fit well with negative or neutral attitudes or expectations. However, 
my research so far strongly suggests that when there is a mismatch between the meanings of some and any and the 
speaker/writer's expectations or attitudes, it is lexical meaning which takes precedence.  Here are two examples: 1) 
“If you eat any processed food, you are likely to be consuming GM material.”2) “(..) if some want to draw lots to 
choose a sacrificial victim, may they force everyone to join in?” 
 
In the first example, the writer clearly has positive expectations regarding the conditional proposition: (s)he 
thinks we are bound to eat processed food at some time.  However, (s)he does not use some in the conditional. 
Instead, (s)he uses any, with its no matter which meaning, in order to express the idea that GM material is probably 
found in every single kind of processed food. The use of some here would change the meaning significantly, as it 
would suggest that only certain processed foods contain GM material. In the second example, the writer almost 
certainly has a negative attitude towards the idea of sacrificing victims, which a priori should lead him/her to use 
any in the conditional. However, (s)he uses stressed some, with its contrastive some but not others meaning to 
express the idea that certain people want to draw lots while others do not. 
 
The principle whereby lexical meaning overrides pragmatic meaning will be referred to in the rest of the article 
as the "Force Majeure Principle".  There is only room to discuss this principle further in relation to conditional set 
phrases (see the following section) and questions (see section 3.8). However, my initial research suggests that this 
principle applies across all non-assertive environments and I am at present researching its applicability in assertive 
contexts. 
3.4  Set Phrases in Conditionals 
The following set phrases occurred at least 80% of the time with some : it would be nice if,  it would be great if, it 
would be good if, it would help if, and would not be surprised if. I will call these phrases  “positivizing expressions”, 
as they all express a positive orientation towards the occurrence of the conditional: “would not be surprised if” 
indicates a favourable expectation, while the other phrases all indicate a positive attitude. When these phrases occur 
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with any, they tend to belong to two categories: 1) examples in which the set phrases have a negative orientation-e.g 
"it would be nice if these rules had any relevance in the legal world - but they don't"; 2) examples with a positive 
orientation in which any means no matter which. In the second category, the lexical meaning overrides the 
pragmatic meaning providing further proof of the Force Majeure Principle. I hope to be able to increase the list of 
positivizing expressions in the course of my research. 
  
A number of types of set phrases occur almost exclusively with any. These include two phrase groups which  
indicate a negative orientation towards the conditional proposition - negatively oriented quantifying phrases such as  
few if any, little if any, not many/much.. if any and what if any and negative emphatic phrases such as  if any..at all 
and if any ..whatsoever. In both these phrase groups, the idea being expressed is that the situation or action is 
unlikely to occur and if it does occur it will be in a quantity that can be considered insignificant. If any.. also occurs 
in  "singularizing phrases”, i.e. phrases that emphasize that the conditional proposition can only reasonably be 
thought to apply to one thing/group of things or one person/group of people. Examples of this group include if any 
single+singular noun;  if any one+singular noun  if any one of+plural noun or pronoun. 
 
Finally, there are some miscellaneous phrases which occur overridingly with any regardless of the 
speaker/writer's orientation towards the condition. These include  if… is any consolation; if....is/are any indication; 
if (you have/there is/are) any doubt(s), if you have any complaints if you have any queries. 
3.5 Covert pragmatic uses of  some and any in conditionals 
My initial research questions on some and any in conditionals have all focused on overt speech functions, 
attitudes and expectations. However, I have come across a number of cases in which the writer seems to be using 
some or any to achieve a more implicit or covert effect. In the following example, the speaker's use of some 
strengthens his/her argument by suggesting that false accusations will cause lasting damage : (Context: discussing 
false accusations) “(..) the people (..) and their families have to live with that burden if some of the mud sticks”. 
Arguably, any could be used but would probably weaken the argument by suggesting that longstanding harm is less 
likely. In the next example, the use of any fits the writer's purpose of not admitting a priori that his/her company is 
at fault : "he did not mean that users could expect to have a dedicated connection to the Net . (..)However, if any 
mistakes have been made we will put this right". 
 
Of course,  the search for covert pragmatic purposes is likely to be more subjective and error prone than the 
search for overt speech functions. For this reason, examples which seem to involve covert pragmatic purposes will 
be submitted to interrater research in order to determine the extent to which other researchers agree with my 
analysis. 
3.6 Research Pending on Conditionals 
While the research into the use of some and any in conditionals is at quite an advanced stage, research still needs to 
be conducted into two main areas: 1) The use of some and any with conditional conjunctions other than if, such as 
unless, let's say and providing; 2) Possible use differences across text types and varieties of English. 
3.7 Negative Sentences 
The corpus contains around 6,000 cases of some in object position in negative sentences, which amply disproves 
the claim that some is only possible in negative sentences when it lies outside the scope of negation. 
 
In a written corpus, it is not always easy to disambiguate between contrastive some, meaning "some but not 
others", and non-contrastive some meaning “a certain amount” or “certain people or things”, as the disambiguation 
often depends on stress. However, there are many cases in which some clearly does not mean "some but not others". 
Here is one example, in the context of a book review: “I didn't like some of the food snobbery”. It is evident that the 
reviewer does not want to suggest that (s)he didn't like some instances of food snobbery but liked others. 
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In the course of my research, I have come across numerous examples of a use of some which is  discussed in the 
field of generative semantics e.g. Giannakidou (2008): the conjoint use of two negative or implicitly negative words, 
in the same clause or across dependent clauses, to convey a positive meaning-e.g."That doesn't mean that they 
don't have some of the best content"/"(..)this scarcely avoids legitimizing at least some acts". This is an area that is 
being examined in detail and will be reported on in future articles. 
3.8 Questions 
My research confirms that any is used in face-saving requests and offers, as the neutral orientation towards the 
realization of the proposed action gives the interlocutor more space to refuse. Here are some representative 
examples:  "Could I have a copy of any of that documentation?"/"Is there any way that you could come back in half 
an hour, Mr Cruise?"/"Do you need any help with your bags ? " Charlie politely inquired /" I'm an off-duty 
policeman , can I give you any assistance ? ". There is no doubt that requests and offers with any will need to be 
included in a full descriptive account of some and any, and in advanced level pedagogical grammars. However, I am 
not yet sure if this use is frequent enough to merit inclusion in intermediate and lower level pedagogical grammars. 
This will need to be confirmed by searching for it in spoken corpora, where it is likely to be more prevalent. 
 
Some is the most common form for wh-questions offering real information while any is more frequent in two 
types of rhetorical questions: 1) counterfactual questions which bring into doubt the proposition expressed in the 
questions as in “Who has any time to sit down and talk anymore?”; 2) interrogatives which do not question the 
proposition but make some type of comment on it such as  “Why does anybody believe anything any Republican says 
these days?" The more concrete meanings of some fit better with real questions, while the more emphatic and less 
concrete meanings of any match rhetorical questions. However, the Force Majeure Principle applies: there are 
cases in which the core meanings of any are required in real questions and those of some in rhetorical ones. 
4 Pedagogical Conclusions 
At this stage of research, it is not possible to offer an exhaustive set of pedagogical conclusions. However, a 
number of recommendations can be made. Firstly, beginners should be introduced to the basic lexical meanings of 
some and any, as these will help them to understand the pragmatic functions of these forms later on in the learning 
process. Secondly, it is vital to stop treating some as a rarity in negative sentences or after implicit negatives and to 
show its main uses in such sentences. Thirdly, intermediate level students need to be taught a range of specific 
speech functions in conditionals and to understand the basic principles behind wh-questions with some and any. 
Finally, issues related to covert pragmatic functions and the interaction of lexical and pragmatic meaning will need 
to be introduced at advanced level to help learners gain a full understanding of this complex area of language. 
 
It is not possible to state categorically which ways of presenting grammar will be most effective for some and any 
as this will obviously depend on a range of factors, including learner style and teaching context and degree of 
exposure to English outside the classroom. However, methods which require students to engage with examples of 
some and any on their own terms, such as Observe, Hypothesize Experiment or Consciousness-Raising must play a 
role if students are to reach a deeper understanding of these two fascinating but elusive little words.  
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